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number of the United Nation’s
millennium development goals,
such as reducing child mortality,
and the economic benefits would
be huge.
But the report also highlights
the need for more research,
particularly with the growing
potential of developing a vaccine.
“The US National Institutes of
Health is the largest funder of
malaria vaccine research followed
by the Bill & Melinda Gates
Foundation,” the report says.
However, support from many
governments has been “minimal”.
And the prospects for
discovering new drugs are better
now than ever, mainly attributable
to the Medicines for Malaria
Venture, which has helped draw
back pharmaceutical companies,
the report says. But its budget is
small and may not alone be able
to fund key development work
without substantial increases.
The World Bank estimates that
malaria costs Africa $12 billion per
year in lost productivity. Yet
international funding for malaria
control is only $100–200 million a
year. The report says that
$2–3 billion a year is needed to
make an impact.
The British international
development minister Gareth
Thomas called the report “a useful
focus for the debate about
malaria” at a time when the world
was looking at topping up the
Global Fund for HIV/Aids, TB and
malaria. The inclusion of malaria
in this successful multi-billion
dollar fund set up by the G8
nations in 2001 is seen as a
potentially major way for boosting
work on the disease. The fund
gives grants to poor countries
whose plans for fighting the
diseases have been approved.
Last month, Richard Feachem,
its British executive director,
launched its first advertising
campaign in London, to make
people aware of its successes
and put pressure on the G8
nations and others to give it more
money. “For the millennium
development goals, it is a
necessary requirement that we
really turn around the three big
infectious disease pandemics. If
we don’t, many of the other goals
are pie in the sky,” he said.
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South Korea boasts the oldest
record of human whale hunting, a
group of rock carvings discovered
last year at the Bangu-Dae
archaeological site near Ulsan
and dated to different times
between 6,000 and 1,000 BC. In
June, the location has once more
been host to a historic moment in
the relationship between H.
sapiens and the water-dwelling
mammals, as the International
Whaling Commission (IWC),
holding its annual meeting
nearby, reconsidered the so-
called moratorium, which has
practically banned commercial
whaling for nearly 20 years.
The IWC member states voted
for the unlimited moratorium on
all commercial whaling in 1982,
and the decision took force in
1986. Since then, only Norway
has continued commercial
whaling, based on the grounds
that it objected to the moratorium
from the beginning and is thus
not bound by it. Japan has
hunted a considerable number of
whales under ‘scientific whaling’
programs which are ultimately
unregulated, as the IWC member
states are free to hand out
licences to kill whales to their
nationals without being bound by
any opposing views from the
IWC. Critics of the Japanese
whaling program point out that
the meat of those whales taken
for research ends up on
restaurant tables, and that the
country has only very few
research papers to show
considering the effort and
expense it puts into ‘scientific’
whaling.
The annual, week-long IWC
general meetings have a long
tradition of bitter disputes
between pro-whaling nations
including Norway, Japan, and
Iceland on the one side, and anti-
whaling nations on the other.
Both sides have considerable
economic interests.
The whalers want to sell meat,
while anti-whaling nations led by
Australia and New Zealand see
whale-watching as a significant
factor in their tourism industry.
These interests clash directly, as
those whales that are curious
and brave enough to approach
tourist ships and provide
observation opportunities might
also be the first to succumb to
the harpoons of the whalers.
Watching friendly whales makes
more economic sense than
harpooning them, the antipodean
nations argue, as each whale can
be observed many times, but
eaten only once.
In the fight over these
opposing economic interests, an
unappealing mix of scientific
arguments and political intrigue is
used by both sides. Certain whale
populations have recovered
significantly since the moratorium
began, so the Japanese
commissioners are quick to point
out that their numbers need to be
controlled by hunting, and their
population dynamics has to be
monitored by ‘lethal sampling’
which again is a euphemism for
killing the animals. Worse still,
the whales could deplete the fish
species that we need to make our
fish fingers from. Another reason
to hunt them, at least for the pro-
whalers.
On the other side of the divide
there are the conservationists,
who point to the fact that hunting
bans have saved the Pacific Grey
Whale from extinction, and that
reintroduction of commercial
whaling could lead to a repetition
of past mistakes. According to
the anti-whaling camp there is no
significant food competition
between whales and humans, as
whales feed at greater depths,
and humans are generally not
that keen on krill. And as for the
Japanese ‘scientific’ whaling
program, most scientists in the
field describe it as an all too
transparent disguise for
commercial whaling.
William Megill has been
studying the population ecology
of the Pacific Grey Whale, which
officially ceased to be an
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Last month’s meeting of the
International Whaling Commission
has raised fears about future
safeguards for these mammals.
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‘endangered’ species in 1993, for
over 10 years. He is currently
leading a project sponsored by
EarthWatch — an international
organisation that has pioneered
the involvement of volunteer
helpers in conservation research
— to investigate recent changes
in the patterns of their migration
between the Bering Sea and their
breeding grounds in Mexico,
possibly in response to climate
change.
Megill dismisses the research
argument that is used to justify
Japanese whaling: “The entire
ecological rationale is out of
date,” he says. “They kill whales
allegedly to determine their age
and gender, which is the
methodology of the 1950s.
Today, we don’t have to kill a
single whale to study population
ecology.” Therefore, he says he
prefers the Norwegian approach,
which at least is honest.
On the political level, there have
repeatedly been allegations that
Japan has blackmailed poorer
countries by making aid payments
dependent on their voting
behaviour at IWC meetings. Japan
in turn points out that, if that was
their strategy, it hasn’t been very
successful, as there are many
more countries that receive aid
from them than there are pro-
whaling votes at the IWC.
As these bitter disputes
continued year after year, the
continuing recovery of whale
populations and the efforts of the
Japanese pro-whaling campaign
began to show effects, in that the
erstwhile majority for the
moratorium was almost reduced
to a 50:50 parity.
At this year’s IWC meeting in
Ulsan, South Korea, however, 29
countries voted for a continued
ban on commercial whaling, while
only 23 countries voted to end the
moratorium. Thus, the moratorium
remains in place, as the Japanese
plan for a ‘revised management
scheme’ has not even secured a
simple majority, let alone the 3/4
of votes that would be necessary
to end the ban.
In this situation, Japan resorts
to its plan B, which implies even
further expansion of its
controversial ‘scientific’ whaling
program. It announced it will
increase its annual cull of minke
whales from 440 to 850, and also
take a small number of humpback
and fin whales, both of which
count as endangered species. In
response to this, the Australian
delegation proposed a motion
asking Japan to conduct its
research with non-lethal methods.
The proposal won a 30:27
majority, adding yet another voice
to the chorus of criticism of the
Japanese approach. And yet,
Japanese delegates have
expressed their determination to
proceed both with the proposed
cull and with their attempts to
swing the political balance at
future IWC meetings.
Megill isn’t particularly worried
about the current level of whaling
that occurs through the various
loopholes, including the
Japanese ‘research’, the
Norwegian exception, and a few
permissions for traditional-style
whale hunting granted to
indigenous people of various
shores. He would be worried by a
return to free-for-all commercial
whaling, however. “As a large
whale can be worth millions of
dollars, allowing some
commercial whaling would make
people want more and more of
it,” he says. Compared to this
possibility, the current stalemate
“works well as a compromise,”
admits Megill.
But with Japan’s frustration
with the IWC and its plans to
ramp up its whaling activities
under whatever guise, the
stalemate between whaling and
anti-whaling nations may not
survive for very much longer.
Michael Gross is a science writer in
residence at the school of
crystallography, Birkbeck College,
University of London. He can be
contacted via his web page at
www.proseandpassion.com
Magazine    
R479
Back into the breach: Some humpback whales may once again become a target for
Japan’s whaling under its new plans. (Picture: Pacific Stock/Photolibrary.)
